Since language attrition was formally recognized at the conference on the "Attrition of Language Skills" at the University of Pennsylvania in 1980, the past three decades saw the numerous studies and researches on it. Language attrition refers to a constant overall regression of language ability with decreased or ceased language use. Language attrition as the inverse process of language acquisition provides a brand-new perspective for language acquisition study. Thus, language acquisition study is incomplete without study on language attrition. Most of related researches and studies of language attrition have been finished in European, American and Japanese contexts. A good academic harvest is reaped by foreign scholars, such as Seliger, Sharwood, Bahrick, Hasan, Tomiyama, Gardner, Kopke, Lambet, Weltens and so forth. In China, despite of many achievements have been made in field of language attrition, little attrition has been paid to the language attrition study. Language attrition still stays at the theory-introducing stage. Empirical studies are sporadic. This paper will try to analyze English attrition degree from the perspective of vocabulary among college students of non-English majors in universities for nationalities, find whether attrition difference exists in English vocabulary, that is, which kind of words are more liable to be attrited.
Introduction
In the past, major emphasis was put on "what to learn", "how to learn" and "what has been learned" in the field of foreign language acquisition. Little attention was paid to "what to do after the acquisition" or "how to maintain the language proficiency once acquired". To a certain degree, no one can deny that their language proficiency declines to different extent after disuse of the language for a period. The effortless feeling pushes learners to wonder how to maintain language proficiency and improve their language skills. The main reason is that most learners stop using or seldom use the language once they finish their formal learning at school.
In china, many scholars have conducted their researches from the acquisition level to find the way to solve this problem. Actually much of their attention should be directed to language attrition. Comparing with the research on language acquisition, study on language attrition is a relatively new enterprise. This study falls into the domain of language attrition.
Literature Review
This part is composed of three sections. The first section is about the various definitions and classifications of language attrition. The second section presents two hypotheses relating with language attrition, namely, the Regression Hypothesis and the Selectivity Theory. The third section reviews studies on vocabulary attrition at the macro-level and the micro-level.
Definition and Type of Language Attrition
The conference "The Attrition of Language Skills", held at the University of Pennsylvania in 1980, provided a theoretical launching ground for the research in the field of language attrition. Lambert and Freed put forward a broad definition for language attrition "the loss of any language or any portion of a language by an individual or www.ccsenet.org/ells English Language and Literature Studies Vol. 4, No. 4; 2014 a speech community" (Lambert & Freed, 1982, p. 1) . After the reference, various definitions are made by scholars. Oxford claimed that "language loss" refers to loss or attrition of skill in one's native language (L1) or a second or foreign language (L2) (Oxford, 1982, p. 66) . In Schmid's opinion, language attrition is "gradual loss of a language by an individual" (Schmid, 2002, p. 5) . According to Hansen, language attrition is "the gradual forgetting of a language by individual attriters, who are experiencing attrition" (Hansen, 2001, p. 61) . De Bot (2001) held that the term "attrition" was also used to refer to individual language loss and consequently took place within one generation. Kopke (2004) defines attrition as "non-pathological loss of a language in, usually, bilingual subjects". Gardner, Lalonde and MacPherson (1985) presented a more specific definition of the term when they narrowed it down to the range of second language use. They claimed that second language attrition refers to "the loss of proficiency in a second language due to lack of use over time". And this definition is specific to the present study.
De Bot, Weltens & Van Els (1986) classified language attrition into four types on the basis of two factors: what language is lost (i.e. the L1 or L2) and the environment in which the language is lost (i.e., L1 or L2 environment). Type one refers to the loss of L1 in the L1 language, for example, dialect loss or aging. Type two refers to the loss of L1 in an L2 environment, for example, loss of the native language by immigrants. Type three is the loss of L2 in an L1 environment, for example, loss of school-learned foreign language. Type 4 is connected to the L2 attrition in an L2 environment, for example, the loss of L2 by aging immigrants. The present study which concentrates on the vocabulary attrition of English in the Chinese context falls into the type three, loss of L2 in L1 environment.
Two different views about the rate of attrition are offered, one is that attrition occurs quickly, but then the rate of attrition slows down; the other is that no obvious attrition occurs at the beginning followed by real attrition. The former pattern reflects the forgetting curve which is proved by studies of Kennedy and Bahrick. Kennedy maintained that attrition occurs quickly, but the rate declined exponentially in subsequent periods (Kennedy, 1932, pp. 132-146 ). Bahrick's studies show that attrition is significant after the first year of disuse and retention remained stable for more than 25 years. He found that there is a portion of the knowledge acquired in the L2 that is lost within a few years after training, but the reminder is immune to further losses for at least a quarter of a century, and much of that content survives for 50 years or longer (Bahrick, 1984, p. 111) . On the other hand, other scholars believed in the existence of an initial plateau, that is, at the beginning subjects has a good retention and comprehension of second language skills, subsequently attrition occurs. Messlink and Verkuylen (1984) found no loss in the first year and about 15 percent loss in the second year of disuse. Cohen (1989) also found that significant L2 attrition occurs after nine months of disuse.
Hypotheses Related to Language Attrition

The Regression Hypothesis
The regression hypothesis, the first and well-known theory in explaining the nature of language attrition, is a most widely-accepted but controversial theory. Ribot brought the concept into being in 1880s. And Freud adopted his idea to analyze pathological language attrition. In 1941, Jakobson proposed the Regression Hypothesis as he was studying on pathological case of language attrition. He maintained that the attrition process and the acquisition process were opposite to each other. This hypothesis involves two version: one is reserve order based on chronology which holds that the order in which attrition occurs is opposite to the order in which language was acquired; the other is inverse relation hypothesis based on reinforcement which maintains that what has been learned best, that is, most often used or reinforced, will be resistant to loss (Yoshitomi, 1992, pp. 293-318) . Kopke and Schmid (2002) claimed that the Regression Hypothesis is two separate but related hypotheses which are based on chronology and reinforcement respectively. All in all, the Regression Hypothesis means the forms that are acquired late are more vulnerable to attrition, and the forms that are learned early are less vulnerable to attrition.
Many researchers (Jordens, de Bot, Van Os, & Schumans, 1986; Jordens, de Bot, & Trapman, 1989; Kuhberg, 1992; Olshtain, 1989; Schmid, 2002 , cited in Kopke, 2004 have conducted numerous researchers that are congruent with the Regression Hypothesis. However, it is also found that this hypothesis cannot explain all cases of observed language loss (Caramazza & Zurif, 1978; Hyltenstam & Viberg, 1993) and does not hold true in connected with aphasia.
The Selectivity Theory
Selectivity is one of the attributes of language attrition and occurs in lots of aspects, including lexical knowledge, phonology, morpho-snytax, word class, word length, semantic loading, negation and so forth. It has been proved that some linguistic aspects are less immune to attrition. Bahrick (1984) stated that receptive vocabulary was more susceptible to attrition than productive vocabulary. Cohen (1989) and Yoshitomi (1992) found that productive skills tend to be lost than receptive skills. De Bot and Weltens (1991) found through study of L1 that low-frequency words are liable to be lost than high-frequency words. De Groot and Keijzer (2000) proposed that abstract words are easier to undergo attrition compared with concrete words. Ghasemi Begherabadi (2005) found verbs were more susceptible to attrition than nouns.
A Review of Studies on Vocabulary Attrition
Among all the language sub-skills, it can be broadly acknowledged that lexical knowledge is one of those most probably suffer attrition. As the largest area of linguistic knowledge, vocabulary is the area affected most by attrition, both in individual and in communities. Therefore, many scholars devote their rapt attention to vocabulary or lexical attrition.
On the basis of different research focuses, studies on vocabulary attrition could be roughly classified into two groups. On the one hand, researchers concentrate on vocabulary attrition at the macro-level, i.e. if vocabulary attrition took place, or to what degree vocabulary is attrited. On the other hand, researchers are devoted to vocabulary at the micro-level, i.e. a comparison of vocabulary attrition with attrition of other subsystems of language, or a comparison of attrition of subsystems within lexicon.
The major findings of previous vocabulary attrition researches can be summarized as follows. Firstly, some certain elements of a language are more susceptible to suffer attrition than others. Despite of some contradictory result, it is often assumed that vocabulary is more vulnerable to attrition than phonology and morpho-syntax. Secondly, nouns are assumed to be less susceptible to attrition than verbs, and within the group of nouns, it is much easier for specific nouns to undergo attrition than general ones. Thirdly, whether a word is a content word or a function word has little influence on the attrition of vocabulary. Fourthly, frequency is taken as an important factor that affects vocabulary attrition. Low frequency words are remembered poorly compared with those high frequency words. Finally, noncognates are more vulnerable to attrition than cognates.
The present study belong to the macro-level research, to be specific, it is designed to study the attrition of English vocabulary among college students in universities for nationalities. It is hoped that the research area could be broadened.
Methodology
This part is an introduction of the research methodology of the present study. To begin with, research questions, subjects, research instruments are to be presented. Then, the last two sections are to deal with how data are collected and analyzed.
Research Questions
The present study is designed to study the attrition of English vocabulary among college students in universities for nationalities. The aim of this study is to address the following questions.
1) To what extent college students lose their vocabulary after one year's disuse?
2) Are vocabulary acquired at middle school level and college level attired at the same rate? Will Regression hypothesis justify the attrition of English vocabulary learned in Chinese context?
3) Is certain type of vocabulary more susceptible to attrition?
Subjects
For the present study, 64 sophomores and 66 juniors majoring in clinical medicine were selected from Inner Mongolia University for the Nationalities as the subjects on the basis of convenient sampling method. The background of the two groups of subjects is similar. All of them have attended the National College Entrance Examination and their English is above the passing grade. They all share the same course books and English teacher. Test-takers make their choices based on how well they know a word. Choice A and B don't need any redundant explanation. If they know the word, they need to fill one Chinese equivalent at the end of choice C. If a test taker is very familiar with the word and know more than one Chinese meaning, they are expected to write them all down at the end of choice D.
Data Collection
The test was administered in December, 2013, which is the end of the semester. Sophomores were to fulfill their formal English learning in about two weeks. Juniors have finished their college English study a year ago. Test-takers are required to finish the test within one hour and are not allowed to resort to such help as classmates, dictionary, computer and teacher. 130 papers are distributed and 130 returned, with a response rate of 100%.
Data Analysis
All the collected date was put into computer for statistic analysis by using the software SPSS 13.0. As for the result of vocabulary test, if the answer is wrong, it will be regarded as column B. If only one answer is right in column D, it will be regarded as column C. Descriptive statistics, independent samples-test and correlation analysis are applied to determine the attrition rate and difference existing in vocabulary types.
Result and Discussion
This part presents the results of the present study based on date analysis. A variety of statistical analysis and descriptive analysis are used with a view to comparing the result. Then according to the result of this study, the three research questions are to be discussed.
Result of the Study
Rate of Attrition
As is showed in the following table, sophomores get 35.89 words correct on average, while juniors 29.12 words correct. Nineteen percent loss of vocabulary is detected through the comparison of the average vocabulary size. As is displayed in the independent samples t-test, significant difference between the vocabulary sizes of two groups can be observed. With the significant difference level being 0.05 and the sig. value being 0.000(p=0.000<0.05), it suggests two groups are statistically different. As is indicated in the above form, sophomores get 20.38 words correct, and it's only 17.19 words for juniors. The rate of attrition is 15.5%. As for words acquired at the college level, the average accuracy for sophomore is 13.13 while the juniors 9.58, a loss of 26.6% of vocabulary. As is demonstrated in the form below, the sig. value is 0.001<0.05, showing the significant attrition of vocabulary learned at college. As for words acquired at the middle school level and college level, juniors suffer greater loss than sophomores. Vocabulary acquired at college is vulnerable to attrition than words learned in the middle school. This result also corresponds to the studies of Hasan who claims that certain first-learned language skills or elements are retained the longest. In the present study, word class is restrained to noun, verb, adjective and adverb. The seventy words in the vocabulary test consist of 39 nouns, 11 verbs, 15 adjectives and 5 adverbs. As is displayed in the above form, different word class has different attrition rate. Verbs suffer the most with 19% loss, nouns, 18% loss, adjectives, 18% loss, and adverbs, 17% of attrition. Attrition occurs to all word classes, only to a different degree. The following table indicates that significant attrition is detected in all word classes. According to College English Curriculum Requirements, words can be categorized into active and positive words. Active words refer to words students should not only be able to comprehend, but also be able to use when expressing themselves in speaking or writing, while passive words are only required to know their meanings. The test includes 30 active words and 40 passive words. For the active words, the mean accuracy is 21 for sophomores and 18 for juniors with 14 percentage of attrition. For the passive words, the mean accuracy is 15 for sophomores and 11 for juniors with 27% of attrition. Vol. 4, No. 4; 2014 
Discussions
Of the seventy tested words, sophomores get 35.89 words correct on average, while juniors 29.12 words correct. Nineteen percent loss of vocabulary is detected through a comparison of the average vocabulary size, which justifies apparent rate of vocabulary attrition in one-year of language disuse. This finding echoes the opinion of Cohen that significant L2 attrition occurs after nine months of disuse.
At the middle school level, sophomores get 20.38 words correct, while juniors 17.19 words correct. The rate of attrition is 15.5%. Among 40 college words, the average accuracy for sophomores is 13.13 while the seniors 9.58, a loss of 26.6% of vocabulary. Thus, we can make the conclusion that college vocabulary is more vulnerable to lose those acquired at middle school. This conclusion justifies the Regression Hypothesis which highlights that learners lose foreign language skills in an inverse order-attrition occurs opposite to the order in which language was acquired. To some extent, vocabulary acquired at middle school level are easier than that of college level, and they are repeated and used at a higher frequency, thus, they are retained better.
Selectivity is one of the attributes of language attrition. Different word class has different attrition rate. Verbs suffer the most with 19% loss, nouns, 18% loss, adjective, 18% loss, and adverbs, 17% of attrition. Attrition occurs to all word class, only with varying degrees of loss. However, no strict difference among different word class is observed from the present study. Besides, it is inappropriate to determine the rate of attrition of different word class in that the vocabulary test has only 70 words, not enough to come to a persuasive conclusion. For the active words, the mean accuracy is 21 for sophomores and 18 for juniors, with 14 percentage of attrition. For the passive words, the mean accuracy is 15 for sophomores and 11 for juniors, with 27 percentage of attrition. Thus we can come to the conclusion that passive words are more susceptible to lose than active words. Active words are required to be brought into use in speaking and writing, which can strengthen their retention. Passive words are not often used by learners, and attrition is inevitable.
Conclusion
This part is to present the main findings and pedagogical implications of the present study.
Firstly, attrition does occur among subjects with one-year disuse of English. This finding echoes Cohen's opinion that significant L2 attrition occurs after nine months of disuse. Secondly, we can draw the conclusion that college vocabulary is more vulnerable to lose those acquired at middle school. This conclusion justifies the Regression Hypothesis which highlights that learners lose foreign language skills in an inverse order. Thirdly, different word class experience different attrition rate. Certain word class is vulnerable to attrition, which proves the selective nature of language. However, no strict difference among different word class is observed from the present study.
Attrition is an inevitable phenomenon existing in foreign or second language acquisition. Knowledge of language attrition can generate great benefits to students and teachers of foreign or second languages to help them understand how the rate of loss is influenced by various procedures of acquisition, and thus it would eventually promote the process of establishing optimum conditions of retaining so as to minimize the potential for later attrition. In this case, the findings of this study have several pedagogical implications:
Firstly, the fact is that although many language teachers know how to teach and help students to be a good learner, they don't understand the importance of helping students retain their language skills after formal class training. Therefore, it is important and urgent for language attrition researchers to present foreign language teachers with a clear view of the long-term effects of their language teaching. For instance, in what length of time would language attrition appear, in what kind of situations would language attrition happen easier, which aspects of language skills are easier to suffer attrition, and so on. At the same time, researches of language attrition should provide language learners with not only theoretical but also practical basis for the retention of their language skills. endangers what they have already learned, college should add an English course during their fourth academic year in order to reinforce their vocabulary knowledge. In addition, students should be encouraged to relearn what they have learned by entering for a variety of English contests.
Thirdly, as active words are less vulnerable to attrition than passive ones, it is recommended that more emphasis be attached to training of passive words than active ones especially passive words in productive testing.
However, with a view to conclusively claiming such pedagogical implications, it is necessary to conduct further investigations into the effect of emphasis on these items which are more liable to attrition to see if such a focus will really make learners immune to attrition.
